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Abstract: After uprisings exposed the racial bias of policing in Ferguson, Missouri in
2014, the U.S. Department of Justice committed the city to a process of court-ordered
reform. This paper outlines a creative exploration of two design approaches to impacting policymaking and legal reform in this context: a Participant Designer approach that
sought to include more people’s lived experience and perspectives in policymaking,
and a Speculative approach that worked to reframe the discussion from a problem
about policing to an opportunity to imagine new forms of public safety. These approaches explored ways of working inside and alongside the legal system, on one hand
synthesizing resident perspectives, on the other allowing them to diverge and conflict.
They showed ways of both following and leading participatory processes as a designer.
Keywords: legal design; policymaking; participation; speculative design

1. Legal design for police reform in Ferguson, Missouri
Ferguson, Missouri became a well-known part of the long history of police violence and racism in the United States when a Ferguson police officer killed Michael Brown, a Black teenager, in 2014. The killing and, later, the officer’s acquittal, sparked an uprising that reached
across the United States and around the world, calling for a deep rethinking of the racial bias
at the foundation of the United States justice system. In response to this outcry, the United
States Department of Justice investigated the Ferguson Police Department and published a
report exposing their racially biased practices. The report led to a consent decree between
the City of Ferguson and the United States that compelled the City to take certain steps toward reform.
This paper outlines two ways I applied a design mindset to police reform efforts in Ferguson.
First, as a human-centered designer, I aimed to include more community members’ perspectives and lived experiences in the policymaking process. Second, as a speculative designer, I
led a series of creative workshops that re-framed the conversation from a question about
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reforming policing to one about achieving public safety. My work in Ferguson was not an objective study, but rather a creative exploration of how design could impact policymaking and
legal reform.
These approaches show two ways of engaging constituencies around policymaking within a
context involving a legal case. While Margaret Hagan has included design for policymaking in
her thinking about legal design (Hagan, 2018, 2020; Vig, 2018), Martha Davis (2020) points
out the difference between policymaking and a lawyer’s work of legal representation: legal
representation tends to respond to one client’s story instead of synthesizing multiple perspectives. Davis says legal design is more like policymaking in that it responds to a constituency– a group of people. The approaches presented here may provide an opportunity to understand legal design as it relates to the broad and conflicted constituency behind Ferguson’s consent decree. It explores how design might offer ways of engaging publics beyond
those typically used by lawyers.
Both approaches grew from the two and a half years I spent participating as a member of
the Neighborhood Policing Steering Committee (NPSC). The NPSC was created by a group of
Ferguson residents who advocated for community involvement while the U.S. Department
of Justice negotiated with the City over steps to reform. When the consent decree was filed
in 2016, it included the requirement that an open group of residents (the NPSC) would need
to review certain police department policies. The group began meeting monthly, with
smaller subcommittees gathering more frequently. About 30-40 people regularly volunteer
their time to attend. Regular members facilitate the meetings, and they make all decisions
by consensus. A police officer or two is usually there. Lawyers from the U.S. Department of
Justice might also come to discuss a new phase of their work on the consent decree or to
present a newly drafted policy alongside the police department.
In the first approach, I acted as a participant designer, working as a member of the NPSC
while also bringing design methods to the table. For example, I introduced creative workshops, affinity mapping as a way of synthesizing community perspectives, and generative
brainstorming.
The second approach was a speculative effort to work with Ferguson residents to imagine
futures that achieve public safety without policing. Within the NPSC, our work was framed
around policies that had already been defined by the consent decree, which constrained residents within their expectations of what policing could be. By re-framing the question
around public safety instead of policing, this project created space for residents to shed their
expectations and to imagine new ways communities could create safety and justice.
The Participant Designer and Speculative approaches differ in three important ways:
1. What they sought to achieve: the Participant Designer approach sought direct
impact in policing policies that incorporate resident perspectives and experiences. The Speculative approach instead sought to re-frame the problem more
foundationally within community conversations.
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2. How they approached conflicting views: The Participant Designer approach
worked towards consensus. NPSC members expressed different opinions, but
ultimately, we needed to compromise and agree to move forward. In contrast,
the Speculative approach encouraged different perspectives, a kind of agonistic
divergence (Disalvo, 2012), by framing multiple future visions that conflicted
with each other.
3. Who led them: The Participant Designer approach was a part of a process led by
the NPSC. The Speculative approach was more design-led – I moved it forward
with support from members of the NPSC, partners in Ferguson such as the Center for Social Empowerment, and students and faculty at Washington University.

2. Participatory policymaking within the NPSC
The Participant Designer approach worked within the Neighborhood Policing Steering Committee (NPSC) to involve more Ferguson residents in the policymaking process from their
own perspectives and lived experience. I participated as one of the 30-40 members of the
volunteer-based group. Along the way, I found ways to incorporate design methods and
tools into the process, including a creative activity to reflect on the visions of NPSC members
and the broader Ferguson community, a collaborative method of synthesizing what we
heard from residents, and a brainstorming exercise to generate policy ideas.
Human-centered and participatory designers often engage participants with lived experience
in our work, but it’s less common for designers to participate in the work of those who are
already advocating for themselves. Participatory designers like Elizabeth Sanders (2006)
have drawn a spectrum from an ‘expert mindset’ to a ‘participatory mindset’, moving from a
designer working alone in a studio to a process that is more co-creative, where designers
share control with participants. Yet even in this spectrum, each practice involves a designer
leading a process forward. Shana Agid (2016) helped me to see another option, sharing their
“relational practice” as an embedded design researcher within a social justice organization
called Critical Resistance. Shana argues for an embedded, invested position for designers,
“as one way of becoming ‘[answerable] for what we learn how to build’” (p. 83).
Within the NPSC, I was part of a subcommittee that was formed to provide feedback on the
Community Policing Policy that the Ferguson Police Department would write. Over the years
that I was a part of the group, members came and went. Three to five members usually attended each meeting. Since the policy had not yet been drafted when I joined, we decided
to start with an exercise to investigate our own visions for what this policy could include. I
facilitated this exercise, asking: 1) What challenges would we need to address in Ferguson if
we did not have police? 2) What are our beliefs about how those challenges should be addressed? and 3) What would it look like if the challenges were addressed in line with those
beliefs? We drew on paper to create a mind map, and then to draw scenes of a future Ferguson that addressed these challenges differently. For example, participants spoke about a
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Community Safety Center that provided access to Restorative Justice mediators, health services, problem solvers, and mentors.
This exercise inspired us to continue the conversation with more Ferguson residents. Around
the same time, the NPSC was planning a block party, a common way to cultivate community
support. At the block party, different groups gathered in a parking lot to present information, give resources, sell goods, or host activities. Our subcommittee set up a table covered with a long roll of craft paper and placed stickers with prompts along it, based on our
conversation about challenges we expected policing to solve today. The stickers presented a
series of conflicts, “You are driving over the speed limit”, “Someone steals your car”, and
“You witness an act of domestic violence” followed by the question, “What would happen
next?” (Figure 1). About four NPSC members facilitated at the table throughout the day. We
asked passersby if they would like to imagine a future with a different system of public
safety. I provided tips from my human-centered design research experience, for example encouraging facilitators to use open-ended questions and to ask participants to speak from
their own perspectives. We worked to create a safe
environment for conversation by providing a choice
between prompts at differing levels of severity, and
by telling people they could stop at any time. People
shared ideas about the community keeping each
other safe. They talked about watching out for kids in
their communities rather than calling the police on
them, and making sure hungry neighbors feel welcome coming in for a meal. Some spoke about being
able to call in professional help to stay out of harm's
way, and others emphasized the power of the community to solve problems more effectively than police
today, for example finding missing children. They
spoke about the need for mentorship, jobs, and practical problem-solving. Some also spoke about religion
and prayer as a way to address harm. In the end, the
exercise went so well that some of the facilitators ran Figure 1. NPSC block party table to facilitate conversations about
it again at the next NPSC meeting, even when I
futures without policing.
couldn’t attend.
After the block party, our subcommittee group continued using a design approach to synthesize what we learned and iterate on conversations to generate more ideas. We used affinity
mapping, a method of physically sorting data to identify themes, to use what we heard at
the block party and through other sources to inform the Community Policing Policy. After receiving and revising the Police Department’s version of the document, we were told that
many of our ideas would be more relevant for the next document to be drafted– the Community Policing Plan. We responded to this by facilitating co-creation exercises around withheld topics: How could the Ferguson Police Department ensure that racial bias is not part of
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surveillance and deployment decisions and outcomes? How could the Police Department
measure officer success in community policing? How could the Police Department partner
with other organizations? We wrote these questions on poster paper hung around the perimeter of the room and asked participants to do a gallery walk to add ideas to each poster.
Then, we asked people to call out ideas that they wanted to discuss. We also asked participants to use dot stickers to vote on the ideas they liked best. This mix of independent reflection with group conversation was not typically done in the NPSC, and it seemed to be a popular approach. Years later, I saw photos on Facebook of the group using this same method
for other topics. After this brainstorm, we documented the ideas and shared them with the
Police Department to inform the Community Policing Plan.

3. The Speculative approach: Futures of public safety
Our work on the Community Policing Policy and Plan was like other design and policy efforts
toward police reform in that it presented participants with a challenge already framed
around improving policing, rather than exploring the foundational issue of creating safety.
Instead, Shana Agid (2019) poses, “What might it mean to design for ‘freedom’ or ‘wellbeing’
instead of against crime?” (p. 121) The speculative approach worked towards reframing the
question being discussed from ‘how should we achieve community policing?’ to ‘how could
we achieve public safety?’ It attempted to allow residents to think imaginatively without being constrained by their expectations of what policing needs to be. Further, it drew out imagination by incorporating questions and critiques rather than stopping at their boundaries.
As Margaret Hagan (2020) describes, speculative design does not strive to make immediate
change, but to challenge our vision of "what could be" (p.
11). This was a discursive practice that hoped to impact policy indirectly by involving residents and community members
who were involved in policymaking.
One way that this approach drew out imagination was by encouraging divergent views, where all participants’ perspectives and experiences did not need to be synthesized into
one future vision but were allowed to coexist as multiple visions of the future that are fundamentally different (Voros,
2017). I introduced this idea through a second activity table
Figure 2. Framework of future
at another block party that built upon the first. This time the
visions based on con- event was hosted by a church that had been an important
versations at NPSC
fixture for activists during the uprising. At this table, I showed
block party event
a framework that interpreted the visions that people spoke
about at the NPSC event. It used two ranges– from community-led to government-led, and
from punitive to restorative– to create an outline for four different future visions, one in
each quadrant (Figure 2). I asked passersby to roll a die that would ‘transport them’ to one
of the futures on the map. I also brought magazines, paper, and markers for participants to
make collages about the future they landed in. People were not eager to collage, but they
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were drawn in by the map. Discussing the implications of different futures, both positive and
negative, inspired a new conversation about how best to achieve justice. People spoke
about the limitations of punishment as a deterrent for behavior and the dream of being able
to rely on their neighbors, but also about the limitations of community control. They said
they “wouldn’t see people taking community members seriously”, “people would be vying
for power”, and “some people’s justice is very severe and emotions get in the way”. “I don't
think a thief deserves death, but in the heat of the moment, he might get shot if I’m having a
bad day.” They spoke about community ownership, growing food locally, and decreasing our
reliance on durable goods.
These conversations inspired another iteration of the future visions, from four images on a
poster to a spatial installation of three scenes filled with artifacts. Once more, I presented
these scenes to spark conversation and get more specific about how people see these futures. The three scenes were created through a series of informal workshops with faculty
and students at Washington University using a futures wheel (Montgomery & Woebken,
2016, p. 46) to extrapolate what each of the futures discussed by residents at the block party
might be like. Exploring each future world, we looked for scenes and artifacts that we could
recreate to invite audiences to experience it, building on the visions imagined by Ferguson
residents (Figure 3). Based on this, we designed and created a series of artifacts. These artifacts were not intended to be functional tools to enact the future today, but rather provocations that could support audiences in considering the implications of each, both positive and

Figure 3. Futures wheel imagining what a future might be like if it replaces policing with prevention
and public service
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Figure 4 The Citizen Risk Profile: an artifact
from the Future of Public Service

Figure 5 Exhibited scene for the Future of Grassroots Cooperation

negative. For example, the Future of Public Service imagined a world in which social workers
work to prevent crime before it happens by caring for victims and addressing the root cause
of problems. For this future, we created four artifacts– a check-in glove, substance buy-back
budget receipt, citizen risk profile, and service provider name tags. These were placed in a
backdrop of a social worker’s cubicle, which replaced the police department by preventing
harm from happening. The Citizen Risk Profile (Figure 4) showed some of the trade-offs of
this future. While the profile shows a person receiving the support and service they need, it
was also clear there is a high level of surveillance, and that ‘treatment’ of issues like “drug
abuse” and “anti-social behavior” may be required by the state rather than independently
chosen by individuals themselves.
These scenes were presented at a workshop held, again, at the Center for Social Empowerment in Ferguson. Attendees spent time in each scene, picking up the objects and discussing
what the world around them might be like. Each scene showed what might exist in that future in place of a police station. For example, in the Future of Grassroots Cooperation, the
scene showed someone’s living room (Figure 5) – windows looking out to a neighborhood
street and family photos on the wall. There was an old armchair and a side table, and a few
artifacts: a radio made of recycled materials, a bracelet made of bullets, and a protector
scout vest with badges indicating skills in community networking, mediation, and the use of
firearms. The scene was meant to respond to the ideas brought up in these conversations
and to show multiple implications of this dream, both good and bad. When two activists
who had participated throughout the project saw this scene, they were disappointed in it.
But it elicited even more specific ideas from them about what they hoped this future would
look like, and what we would need to achieve it. Later as a group, we reflected on what we
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wanted to bring back to today from these futures, and what we need to do to achieve that.
The group spoke about the importance of mental health awareness among community
members in the Future of Grassroots Cooperation since people would need to work together
to avoid violence. This was an exciting shift that showed how we had reframed the problem
from reforming police to addressing public safety.

4. Discussion
Each of these design approaches had different implications for policy reform in Ferguson.
The Participant Designer approach sought to include more people’s lived experience and
perspectives in policymaking. It attempted to work within the given structure of the Neighborhood Policing Steering Committee (NPSC) and its relationship to the consent decree and
Ferguson institutions to incorporate many perspectives into a path forward for the Police
Department’s community policing policies. The Speculative approach worked to enable
more imaginative and creative thinking grounded in the public safety goals of community
members– enabling them to reframe the problem around the issues important to them
without being limited by their expectations of policing. It worked outside of the NPSC in a
more design-led process to enable divergent thinking about futures without policing.

4.1 Impact of the Participant Designer Approach
Our designerly approach within the NPSC provided a way to bridge productively between
people’s experiences and policy ideas and synthesize themes about what people shared. The
City, Police Department, and the team from the U.S. Department of Justice all conducted listening sessions that reached larger audiences of Ferguson residents than we did. Yet these
sessions were often targeted at making residents feel heard, rather than directly informing
policy with resident perspectives. At multiple events put on by the City and the Department
of Justice, I spoke with residents who showed up hoping to hear about how the City had absorbed or implemented what they’d heard from residents so far. They felt like these events
were continuously held to ‘listen’, but never showed a response to what was heard. When
we presented one of our vision documents to Ferguson Police Chief Frank McCall, he commented on how helpful it was to have the group’s opinions represented in one place. Overall, working as a participant designer within the NPSC was an impactful way of collaboratively sharing and building on design methods in this context.
We used a design research mindset to bridge from people’s experiences to new policy ideas.
Many of the City’s listening sessions reflected on specific Police Department policies, such as
“Stop, Search and Arrest” or “Accountability”. In contrast, we started our process at the
NPSC block party by asking people about their experiences of safety, and what they needed
to achieve safety in their everyday lives. This is a typical design research move. Design researchers know that informing the development of ideas with lived experience takes more
than asking what people want. Researchers need to guide participants through a reflection
on their experiences, needs, and desires before they can arrive at ideas to be implemented
(Sanders & Stappers, 2014, p. 29). While we were not able to engage the same participants

8

Designing inside and alongside the system

throughout, from reflecting on experiences to coming up with policy ideas, we used an iterative process to build on what we heard at each stage. For example, needs identified from the
original block party conversations led to prompts that guided NPSC members in generating
policy ideas later on.
Our designerly approach also allowed us to synthesize themes that we heard from residents,
though this practice came with potential dangers. We used affinity mapping to sort through
participant responses and identify themes after our initial exercise at the NPSC block party.
Design researchers use this method to synthesize data about participants’ experiences, not
to determine objective facts, but to inspire ideas (Kolko, 2010). This allowance for subjective
interpretation enabled us to respond creatively to a series of quick, casual conversations
with residents, but it also brings the danger of subjectivity to a process that involves life or
death implications. Legal policies are very different from the consumer goods that designers
typically innovate in. Once they are approved, residents do not have a choice about whether
to buy in– the policies simply apply, and residents are impacted in the process. While this
design practice brought a unique ability to translate from people’s experiences to ideas for
implementation, it was also clear that this could not be the only step. To truly be developed
in a participatory way, policies would need to be both inspired by, created, and reviewed by
residents.
Working as a participant designer within the NPSC was a way to offer design methods as another tool to those working towards police reform. There was no need to gather or motivate
participants since they were already engaged. It was a way to frame the work from an insider’s perspective rather than imposing an outside view. Particularly as someone without
lived experience with police violence or bias, and someone who was not a Ferguson resident, this allowed me to follow the lead of those who were closer to the issue. None of this
would have been effective without the work of showing up to each meeting, building relationships, participating fully as a group member, and embracing my own biased perspective.
My time in the NPSC taught me so much about how design education had shaped my thinking, what a design practice could offer, and where its challenges and limitations were. It
made me appreciate my design approach as one of the many ways people make the world–
as valuable and as flawed as the rest. In the end, the NPSC was able to incorporate our ideas
for the Community Policing Plan directly into the formal document, working closely with a
newly hired Consent Decree Coordinator. However, it’s still unclear when and how this Plan
will be put into official use by the Police Department.

4.2 Impact of the Speculative Approach
The speculative design approach sought to reframe the conversation from reforming policing to achieving the public safety that residents need. The project also set out to take ideation about futures without policing seriously by including the challenges that might arise in
different future visions rather than shying away from them. Within three facilitated conversations, the project did reframe the challenge in this way. It led to tangible conversations
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about how residents envisioned futures without policing, and what we would need to do to
enable those futures. However, the impact was limited by the small numbers of residents
who engaged with the project, and the form of their encounters as brief, fleeting moments
rather than committed or ongoing involvement.
The initial table at the NPSC’s block party may have been the most impactful moment in reframing the problem from reforming policing to achieving the public safety that residents
need. Out of all the events involved in the speculative approach, the block party table was
the most visible to NPSC members, and it sparked the most discussion among them. At the
event, we spoke with about 40 people, many of whom engaged earnestly in the thought experiment. The frame of the project as a creative exercise may have helped people feel more
comfortable engaging in it.
As it continued, the speculative approach took future visions seriously by iterating on ideas
between each encounter, making them more and more tangible, and incorporating the challenges people raised as part of the vision. At the workshop at the Center for Social Empowerment, the scenes provoked the group to get more specific about what they wanted the future to look like. They also evoked potential challenges and needs that a community would
need to address in different futures, such as the need for mental health awareness between
community members. In our conversations framed around police reform, mental health occasionally came up related to police officers being able to de-escalate encounters without
violence. But we had never talked about community members being more aware of each
other’s mental health. This conversation showed that we had succeeded in reframing the
problem around public safety rather than policing.
While this reframe was successful, the impact of its success was limited because of the small
number of people who participated, and the fleeting nature of those moments of participation. While I hoped to work with Ferguson residents more intensively on creating the artifacts in the scenes at the final workshop, it was difficult to get people involved. In the end,
about 40 people participated in our exercise at the NPSC block party table, 16 people talked
with us at the second block party table at the Center for Social Empowerment, and 10 Ferguson or county residents came to the final workshop, as well as three facilitators from the
Center and three of my students from Washington University. One St. Louis county resident
did create an artifact for one of the future scenes, and this felt like one of the most meaningful ways of translating resident visions into the scenes themselves.
There are many reasons why it may have been difficult to engage residents in the project.
One is that the work felt unfamiliar, and its relevance was not clear to Ferguson residents. At
the NPSC block party, our table was sometimes spoken about as a children’s activity because
it relied on art materials and creative imagination. There are speculative arts that could have
felt more familiar than a speculative design lens, such as storytelling through theater, film,
writing, or illustration. Another tactic could have been to build on the work of others who
were already enacting these alternatives in Ferguson, for example sharing the stories we
heard from residents who worked intentionally with their neighbors to address conflict in
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productive ways, or working with groups like Search and Rescue, a grassroots group of parents who search for lost children when the police will not.
I did work with one collaborator, Barbara Kizzie, who created the recorded prayer in the Future of Hearts and Minds. Starting at the first block party, participants continuously discussed religious approaches to addressing violence and harm. As someone with very little
connection to religion and prayer, I felt particularly ill-equipped to represent this vision. Barbara Kizzie runs a radio station in St. Louis county called God in the Midst. After reaching
out, I was extremely grateful to receive a response. Barbara was enthusiastic about creating
a recorded prayer for this future vision. She also came to the workshop in Ferguson and participated in the discussion around the scenes. This felt like a success and a great model for
future speculative work because Barbara was able to use her expertise in a particular medium– audio– as well as her own beliefs to amplify the perspective that was shared by other
community members.
Recently, I learned about a project that took a very similar approach in creating an installation that depicted futures without policing, and that I thought achieved a more relatable and
engaging outcome. Making Room for Abolition by Lauren Williams (2021) similarly resulted
in a spatial installation of three rooms filled with designed artifacts from futures without policing in a specific place: Detroit. However, instead of starting as an outsider investigating
residents’ visions for the future, she started with her own experience as a Detroit resident
and her knowledge of existing ideas related to restorative justice. She created objects for the
rooms based on this knowledge, and then engaged 30 Detroit residents and restorative justice practitioners in virtual workshops to respond to them. She also was able to display a
couple of artifacts made by other artists, from her network. Her grounding in Detroit and response to current events and existing movements made her scenes clear and coherent,
which could result in a more engaging experience.

4.3 Conclusion
This was a creative exploration of how design could impact policymaking and legal reform in
Ferguson, Missouri using two approaches: a Participant Designer approach that sought to
include more people’s lived experience and perspectives in policymaking, and a Speculative
approach that worked to reframe the discussion from a problem about policing to an opportunity to imagine new forms of public safety. Both approaches show ways of engaging publics that use a design mindset within the context of a legal case around the Ferguson consent
decree. They explored ways of working inside and alongside the legal system, on one hand
synthesizing resident perspectives, on the other allowing them to diverge and conflict. They
showed ways of both following and leading participatory processes as a designer.
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